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m/D the hills of Old Missouri 
At the gateway to the West, 
Stands our dear old A Ima Mat er, 
Loved by all of us the best. 
Gather 'round her stately columns 
Sweetest memories there will cling, 
Of the day when A Ima Mater 
Sheltered us beneath her wing. 
THE COLUMNS 
]{Jerhaps no other symbol or part of the University of 
Missouri campus is so well remembered by those who have 
attended the University as the six columns which stand 
in the center of Francis Quadrangle. Since they were 
erected as a part of the north portico of the original 
university building in 1840, now for over a century they 
have witnessed the daily events in the lives of thousands 
of young men and women,-wars and peace, romance and 
duels, comedy and tragedy, and air the many hundreds 
of other events which have gone to make up the daily 
lives of students at the University of Missouri. 
Visitors· to the University of Missouri always ask, 
"Why are these columns standing in the center of the 
campus 1 What do they represent 1" and similar other 
questions. Th€ purpose of this little bulletin is to answer 
some of those questions. 
The University of Missouri was established by the 
passage of the Geyer Act by the Tenth General Assembly 
of Missouri on February 11, 1838. On June 24, of the 
same year, Columbia 'Yas selected as the location for 
the University. Later that same summer the Board of 
Curators held its initial meeting under a · sugar maple 
tree located on the northern edge of the present campus 
to select the site for the :first University Building. The 
site was selected and the corner stone was laid on July 
4, 1840, class work having already been started on April 
14 of that year. Brick for the building -was burned on 
the back of the campus (south of the present location. 
of Jesse Hall); the stone sections of the columns, each 
about three feet high, were lifted into place on a tripod 
of sycamore poles, the motive power for raising and lower-
ing the stones being furnished by ten yoke of oxen. 
These six columns standing in the center of Francis Quad-
rangle at the University of Missouri are· all that remain of the 
original University building erected in 1840. 
This old engraving shows the "University Edifice" as it ap-
peared in the middle 1800's. On the left is the President's 
home and on the right is the Observatory. 
With the growth of the University additional space was 
necessary ~nd in 1885 two wings were added to the origi-
nal building. 
On Saturday evening, January 9, 189'2 this building was 
destroyed by' :fire. The Athenaean Society was giving an 
exhibition on that evening and the audience was as-
sembling in the chapel. The :first and second floors of the 
east wing constituted the chapel and the library was 
housed on the third floor of the same wing. The :fire 
orginated somewhere in the space between the ceiling of 
the chapel and the floor of the library. The :first indication 
of the fire was when the lights went out in the chapel and 
the -center chandelier fell to the floor. Most of the water 
in the tank on top of the building was frozen and the fire 
hose, which had never been tested, leaked badly, so what 
little water was spilled here and there did little good. 
Practically all of the books in the library except those 
out on loan to students and faculty were lost as well as 
most of the laboratory apparatus in the building. More 
would have probably been saved from the building had 
it not been that about 14,000 rounds of ammunition which 
was stored in the dome of the building began exploding. 
The only person injured during the :fire was a student 
who had his :finger mashed when a stuffed elephant which 
had been removed from the museum fell over. 
Columbia churches, lodges, and private homes opened 
their doors and class work continued. The law students 
appropriately made their headquarters in the Boone 
County Courthouse and the city of Columbia rented the 
Haden Opera House which was used for literary and 
musical activities as well as commencement exercises. 
The Original University building as it appeared '{Yrior to 1885. 
In 1885 wings were added to the original building. 
The columns were left when the ruins of the old building 
was cleared, but with great difference of opinion as to 
their fate. Many contended that they were unsafe. 
When the campus was leveled off and the new buildings 
began to take shape there was a feeling by some that the 
columns, perched on a narrow earth ridge, were positively 
unsightly and spoiled the effect of the new buildings. So 
in August, 1893, the Board of Curators· voted to take them 
down as soon as the money was ·available for their re- -
moval. But the oldtimers rallied to their defense, in-
spection showed that the foundations were safe, and in 
December the Board reversed its stand and voted to retain 
them. With the grading down of the mound ·on which 
they stand and the completion of Jesse Hall in 1895 the 
architectural critics were satisfied . 
. 'J;he Columns have thus remained, except, that due to 
the ravages of time and some damage they received from 
the heat of the fire, parts of them have weathered rather 
badly. In the summer of 19·37 it was necessary to remove 
On Saturday evening, January 9, 1892 the building was de-
stroyed by fire. 
certain broken parts of them. While this work was under 
way the columns were waterproofed to reduce future 
weathering. 
Around these columns cluster memories, both sacred 
and lasting. Around them University cadets and bands 
have marched; students in engineering have learned the 
use of compass and theodlite in their shadow; students 
of art have painted their pictures and made their sketches ; 
the dramatic groups have give'J1 entertainments with them 
as a back drop; May Day and Tap Day exercises, along 
with mass meetings and student gatherings, have taken 
place at the columns; graduating classes all march by 
The morning after the fire. 
After studying plans submitted by M. F. Bell ·of Fulton, 
the Board of Curators adopted the quadrangle plan of recon-
struction. This is Bell's conception of what the new campus 
enroute to commencement to have their pictures taken 
there; old grads have returned after thirty, forty and 
:fifty years, recalled the absent ones, and had their pictures 
taken again with the columns for a background. 
It is only natural that many campus traditions and 
legends would grow up around the columns. One of the 
favorite questions asked of the Freshman is if he can 
Mt::BEL.L,An:»l _ 
would look like. With. minor changes all of the buildings 
shown in his drawing were constructed but the system of drives 
and walks was considerably changed. 
tell which two of the columns are furthest apart after 
assuring him that two of them are definitely further apart 
than any of the others-the answer naturally being the 
two end ones. For years it was traditional that the 
Freshmen at the University could not walk on the grass 
of the campus. This rule was enforced by paddling lines 
manned by the students in the Colleges of Engineering 
In 1937 it was necessary to remove loose pieces which were 
falling off the columns. At the same time the columns were 
waterproofed to reduce future weathering. 
With Jesse Hall, the present administration buiiding in the 
background, this is how the columns look today. 
and Agriculture. Sophomores were allowed on the grass 
but not on the mound surrounding the columns. Juniors 
were allowed on the lower terrace around the columns 
but the spot on the top of the mound was reserved ex-
clusively for the feet of the Senior. 
For many years ivy adorned the columns and grew on 
all but one. There were two favo:i;ite explanations for 
this and the reason given depended on the tellers ability 
and also the gullibility of the hearer. The favorite was 
that the first six Presidents of the University were buried 
under the columns and that one of these Presidents was 
an atheist. And ·10-no ivy would ever grow Qn the 
particular column under which he was buried. 
The other favorite was that during the Civil War when 
Federal Troops were stationed in the University building 
a northern soldier and a confederate sympathiser fought 
a duel over the hand of a lady fair. Which one was 
wounded again depends upon the feelings of the teller, 
whether or not he is from north or south of the Mason-
Dixon line-but regardless of that, the wrong man lost 
and in so doing his blood was spattered on one of the 
CDlumns. _ Thus the ivy has never grown on that one 
column. 
Members of the graduating class gather around the columns 
for the last time 
. . • and enroute to the commencement ceremony march 
by the columns to have their picture made. 
It was in the shadow of the columns that the long 
standing but now almost forgotten Law-Engineering feud 
had its inception. Rooters with a visiting football team 
once painted their colors on the columns and the Uni-
versity of Missouri students in retaliation stole the visit-
ing teams mascot-a live bear-with the final result that 
athletic ·relations between the two schools were severed 
for several years. 
During the Farmers Fair one year the word "FARM-
ER" appeared on the columns, and it was necessary to 
employ steeple jacks to remove the sign which had been 
placed there by the students during the night. Another 
spring the words'' Farmers Fair'' appeared on the mound. 
Agricultural students had planted a different kind of 
grass seed during the winter and when spring came the 
difference in the color of the two kinds of grass made the 
sign on the mound. 
One graduate of the University returned to be married 
at the base of the columns. Plaster and bronze models 
of the columns, pins and banners, photographs and etch-
ings, oils and water colors all may be found from Nome 
to Johannsburg, in homes and offices, in schools and travel 
bureaus, in books and on letterheads-anyplace you find 
Missourians or former stRdents of the University you will 
probably find some reminder of college days, generally 
in the form of the columns-truly the symbol of the Uni-
versity of Missouri and the things for which it stands. 
Old Columns covered with ivy, 
Milestones on !if e's weary way, 
Marking it seems, our first college dreams, 
Marking our last days of play; 
How oft when years have unfolded 
And tinted each head with gray, 
Our thoughts will be yearning just to return 
To school days of yesterday. 
We'll ne'er forget you old Columns, 
Fond recollections you'll bring, 
Like ivy grows in stately repose, 
A round you memories cling; 
"Mizzou" would seem strange without you, 
Old Columns pond'rous and tall, 
A symbol portraying our college days, 
The happiest days of all. 
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